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Yackandandah's War 
Abstract 
The news of the outbreak of war reached Yackandandah at midday on 5 Aug)-lst. Townsfolk were alerted 
by the ringing of the school and church bells. The news was greeted with excitement and a spontaneous 
patriotic parade took to the streets in the afternoon. The local rifle club declared itself ready to shoulder 
arms. The Council met, endorsed the establishment of a patriotic fund and voted £25 for the cause. The 
local paper, the Yackandandah Times, reflected local opinion with its call to the citizens of Yackandandah 
to serve the Empire in its hour of crisis. The women of the shire organized a patriotic concert and began 
to raise money for the war effort. It is likely that Andrew Fisher's pledge of the 'last man and last shilling' 
swung the vote for the Labor candidate, John Parker Moloney, who took the electorate of lndi for a second 
time. 
This journal article is available in Kunapipi: https://ro.uow.edu.au/kunapipi/vol18/iss2/6 
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Yackandandah's War1 
The news of the outbreak of war reached Yackandandah at midday on 
5 Aug)-lst. Townsfolk were alerted by the ringing of the school and 
church bells. The news was greeted with excitement and a 
spontaneous patriotic parade took to the streets in the afternoon. The 
local rifle club declared itself ready to shoulder arms. The Council met, 
endorsed the establishment of a patriotic fund and voted £25 for the 
cause. The local paper, the Yackandandah Times, reflected local 
opinion with its call to the citizens of Yackandandah to serve the 
Empire in its hour of crisis. The women of the shire organized a 
patriotic concert and began to raise money for the war effort. It is likely 
that Andrew Fisher's pledge of the 'last man and last shilling' swung 
the vote for the Labor candidate, John Parker Moloney, who took the 
electorate of lndi for a second time. 
The first man to volunteer was the teacher at the small school at 
Kiewa who travelled to Sydney to enlist in the AIF. Whether he 
volunteered out of a sense of imperial loyalty or to escape the 
classroom remains unknown. However, his enlistment, and those that 
followed, were reported with considerable approval in the 
Yackandandah Times. 
Yet, the war also seemed remote. The disruption it brought to trade, 
worried farmers. The Yackandandah Times felt removed enough to 
suggest that it was not in Britain's best interests to 'annihilate' its 
'natural ally', Germany, and expressed reservations about the French, 
claiming they were 'brave in attack, but panicky in reverse'. Although 
the war was 'the biggest game on earth', capable of 'inspiring a noble 
purpose in life', the editor, Nolan, noted that there had never been a 
'just war'. The war also provided good advertising copy for local 
businesses. A car dealer claimed his vehicles 'are like the British 
Empire composed of good material, and they resemble the enemy in 
the fact that they run well'. The harshest criticism of the Kaiser the 
paper could muster was a comparison with Australia's King O'Malley. 
Of far greater importance was the movement of stock into the shire 
from the drought stricken Riverina. 2 
This changed dramatically in May 1915 with the first reports of the 
landing on the Gallipoli Peninsula. The news of the first casualties 
stunned the local community. Suddenly, the war had come home. The 
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paper noted with pride the local men who had taken part. The Council 
placed on record its admiration of the men who had landed at Gallipoli 
and extended its sympathies to the relatives of those who had been 
killed. The motion was proposed by Councillor Clutterbuck whose son 
had been among the first men to land ( YT, 13 May 1915). 
The community began to organize activities to raise funds not only 
for the Belgium Relief Fund but also for the Red Cross and the 
wounded soldiers. Fund raising activities included swimming carnivals, 
athletic meetings, horse races, cricket competitions, operettas and a 
ladies' ball (men were strictly forbidden and some of the women 
dressed themselves as men for the evening). The two most popular 
activities, though, were dances and euchre nights. 
In the aftermath of the landing at Gallipoli, the government launched 
its first recruiting campaign which reached its peak in mid 1915. 
Recruiting posters made their appearance for the first time and were 
treated with more respect than was the case in nearby Yarrawonga 
where the poster demanding, 'Wake Up! Your Country Needs You!' 
was found tacked to the gates of the local cemetery. Yackandandah was 
not a recruiting centre, the closest centres being located in nearby 
Beechworth, Wodonga and Albury. In July, a recruitment committee 
was formed in the town and a recruitment sergeant was posted to 
Yackandandah. Although he was not a local man, the sergeant came 
from a rural background which proved to be a considerable advantage 
for recruitment activities within the shire (YT, 8 July 1915). 
The recruitment committee held seven meetings during July with the 
theme 'a young man could not ask himself how can I go, but how can I 
stay'. The campaign ended on 4 August in a public meeting which 
passed, unanimously, a motion expressing the shire's 'inflexible 
determination to continue to a victorious end the struggle in the 
maintenance of those ideals of liberty and justice which are the 
common sacred cause of the Allies ( YT, 5 August 1915). A measure of 
the recruitment committee's success was clearly reflected in the fact 
that of the 138 men who enlisted in 1915, 64 joined up in July. 
Until August 1915, recruits had left the shire without any civic 
acknowledgment of their departure. Plans were made for a public 
farewell of the men who had enlisted in July but were abandoned 
when it became clear that all the men would not be on leave at the 
same time. But the idea of a public farewell was appealing and was 
adopted with enthusiasm by the districts within the shire. Each recruit 
received a send-off from his local community and was presented with a 
gift, sometimes a gold medaL more often a wristlet watch (which were 
no longer regarded as effeminate after their endorsement by Lord 
Kitchener). 
Interest in the lives of local recruits continued after the men had left 
the shire and the Yackandandah Times printed reports of the men' s 
r 
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activities. At times, the reports read like a soc1al column detailing the 
minutiae of furloughs, illness and chance meetings although the ever 
present reality of death gave them a sombre tone at times. 
The newspaper also published letters written by local men to their 
relatives at home and in one recruit from Gundowring, Percy Keat, 
found a semi-regular correspondent. The letters provide an interesting 
msight into the thoughts and changing attitudes of a young farmer 
overseas fighting a war. Keat's early letters had a naive quality to them 
lie 'had no idea that there was such good country in l:.gypt' but found 
farmmg practices primitive. lie hated Cairo, describing it as 'filthy' and 
disgusting'. He fought at Calltpoli, where he was wounded, and in 
France, where he was wounded a second time. His observations of 
French life and the life of the Australian digger on leave in London 
were lively, but with time the patriotiC tone evident in the early letters 
disappeared. He found 1t impossible to convey to the readers at home 
the quality of trench life. His last letter was published in June 1916, a 
week after the Yackandandah Times reported his death in battle. 3 
Although enlistments occupied the attention of the local people and 
recruitment rates were seen as the most important elements in the war 
effort, two groups emerged as major forces on the home front dunng 
1915, the shire's women and its teachers. 
The women took on the tasks traditionally associated with women's 
work during the First World War. They joined the local branch of the 
Red Cross where they knitted socks, scarves and baladavas. They 
collected old magazines and wrote to lonely soldiers. Seven local 
women from the upper social echelons joined up as nurses. But the 
women also played a promment part in recruitment drives and 
monopolized the shire's fund raising activities, particularly after the 
formation of the Yackandandah Young Ladies' Patriotic Guild under 
the leadership of Miss Molyneux in 1915. As fund raisers, the shire's 
women were only rivalled by the school children. 
The teachers demonstrated their patriotism by both example and 
practice. In October 1914, they voted to contribute 2.5% of their salaries 
to the State Schools' Patriotic Fund for the duration. In their schools, 
they stressed notions of sacrifice, debt, honour and imperial loyalty and 
encouraged a <;taggering array of activities to raise funds for the war 
effort. These ranged from school gardens, stalls and the kmthng of 
socks to collecting frogs for Dr Leech's experiments in Melbourne 
University's Botany Department. The district inspector informed the 
sh1re's school children that these activities were more important than 
the1r lessons. The response of the children, unfortunately, was not 
recorded. By August 1915, the Beechworth Inspectorate (of which 
Yackandandah was part) had raised £2328 for the Patriotic Fund and 
were clear state leaders. A staggering £300 alone had come from the 
tiny school at Kergunyah ( YT, 1 October 1914, 25 March, 26 August 
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1915). The children were also used in other ways to promote the war 
effort. They frequently led the processions that preceded recruitment 
meetings and the schools were the first institutions to observe Anzac 
Day with a memorial service and patriotic sports in 1916. 
The recruitment committee continued its meetings throughout 1915. 
It added concerts, films and displays of military driJJ to attract an 
audience: the drill 'Fire, bayonet, thrust and club' was described as 
'especially interesting' ( YT, 21 October 1915). In 1916, the committee 
threw itself wholeheartedly into the second recruitment drive mounted 
by the government. Among the men who enlisted in 1916 was Alick 
Keat, a cousin of Percy's. Yet, the campaign of 1916 did not repeat its 
success of 1915 and although the citizens of the shire met on 4 August 
to reaffirm the motion passed the year before, the meeting lacked the 
fervour so evident in 1915. In September, enlistment levels were so low 
the recruiting sergeant was withdrawn from the shire. 
Mid 1916 also saw the first signs of an uglier side to the shire's war 
effort. Resentment directed against eligible men who had not enlisted 
began to surface. Men who had been rejected for service on medical 
grounds sought details on badges that designated them as volunteers 
who had been so rejected. One anonymous scribe wrote to the 
Yackandandah Times in June condemning those who had not enlisted, 
dubbing them 'shirkers' tied to their mothers' apron strings and 
concluding, 'in some towns they would be hunted by the community'. 
His letter drew a response, also anonymous, which claimed that 'the 
few' who had not enlisted had good reasons for not doing so ( YT, 22 
June, 13 July 1916). 
In July, the first white feathers, five in all, were posted. To add injury 
to insult, the letters were not stamped and the recipients had to pay 2d 
for the privilege. Although no-one claimed responsibility, guarded 
comments in the paper suggested that the Young Ladies' Patriotic 
Guild were the culpnts. One of the reCipients penned an angry letter to 
the Yackandandah Times. Another took a more laconic approach. 'SIR', 
he wrote, 'Some old tart in Yackandandah has posted me some White 
Leghorn Plumage'. He went on to give detailed medical reasons why 
he had not been able to enlist ( YT, 27 July 1916). 
Nolan had little time for tactics like white feathers, but he was also 
appalled by the decline in en listments. The answer, he believed, lay in 
universal conscription for service overseas. By September, conscription 
had become the dominant issue in Australian politics and Nolan was 
vigorously extolling its virtues. His view may well have been partly 
shaped by the fact that his brother had died at Gallipoli . 
On 5 October 1916, the paper carried a formal notice informing all 
single men aged between 21 and 35 that they were required to report 
for registration for military service. Prime Minister Hughes was using 
existing powers under the Defence Act (which allowed for conscription 
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for home defence) to begin the call up even before the referendum had 
been held. Men who felt they had grounds for exemption from the call-
up were advised to lodge their claims for hearings before a special 
court. In the same week, the federal member, Moloney, and the state 
member, Leckie (a Liberal), arrived in the shire to argue the issue. 
Moloney argued the case against conscription, Leckie the case for. Both 
spoke to packed meetings. Moloney's meetings were enough to alert 
Nolan to a groundswell of local opinion opposed to conscription and he 
printed an 'anti' piece in the Yackandandah nmes. Nolan himself 
wrote the piece, not because he agreed with its views but because he 
could find no-one to write the anti-conscription case. Editorially, 
however, the Yackandandah nmes remained uncompromisingly for 
conscription: 'Every "Yes" vote will be a nail in the enemy's coffin. 
Every "No" vote will be a nail misplaced' (YF, 19 and 26 October 1916). 
The exemption court began its hearings in Yackandandah on the eve 
of the referendum's polling day. Eighty-one men had applied for 
exemption: 75 were farmers ' sons or rural labourers. It was an 
unexpectedly high number of applications. Few sensed the irony in the 
arrest of a deserter from the AIF in the district a few days before. In his 
opening remarks, the magistrate, Pennefather, made it clear that the 
regulations would allow few total exemptions: it granted only seven. 
Five conditional exemptions were granted, 53 temporary exemptions 
were granted and the remaining 16 applications were either refused or 
withdrawn ( YF, 26 October, 2 November 1916). 
The conditional exemptions were granted on curious, sometimes 
rather disturbing, grounds. George Croucher, for example, was one of 
four brothers of eligible age. Three had already enlisted. One had died 
at Gallipoli. Croucher's exemption was granted as long as neither of his 
two surviving brothers was killed or repatriated from the AIF. 
Temporary exemptions were granted only until the end of January at 
the latest. They were granted on two grounds. For most, the exemption 
covered the harvest period. Once the harvest was completed, the men 
were expected to report to camp. For the rest, the exemption was 
granted to give them time to get their personal affairs in order. 
The impact of the court's decisions on the farming communities was 
profound. These communities had strongly supported the war effort, 
not only through enlistments, but also with fund raising activities. And 
farming was booming. The voluntary system had served them well, 
allowing them to make a contribution to the war effort without efficient 
farming practice being threatened . For the farmers, the court's decision 
seemed to mean one thing: the harvest for 1916 was secure, but the 
harvest of 1917 was in doubt. 
Overall, the shire voted in favour of conscription by a margin of 53 
votes (730 for, 677 against). But the result reflected the numerical 
dominance of Yackandandah township. Yackandandah was the only 
46 John McQuilton 
booth to produce a majority for the question. The rural booths at 
Dederang, Sandy Creek, Bruarong and Osbornes Flat returned 
majorities against the question.4 
The conscription issue faded rapid ly from the paper, but conscription 
did claim one victim. During the federal elections of May 1917, 
Moloney lost the seat to Leckie who stood as a Nationalist candidate. 
Nolan acted as Leckie's campaign secretary and the Yackandandah 
Times gave extensive coverage to Leckie's campaign. The paper did 
report, however, that Moloney was well received at Dederang, Sandy 
Creek, Osbornes Flat and Bruarong. Obviously, Moloney's claim that 
the real issue in the election was conscription was widely accepted in 
the farming community. Moloney might not have lost the seat if more 
voters had been like one voter in Beechworth. Unused to the 
preferential system, this voter triumphantly informed Moloney that he 
had given him only one vote, but had given two to Leckie ( YT, 2 
November 1916.). 
By 1917, war weariness had surfaced in the shire. Numbers enlisting 
fell dramatically from 93 in 1916 to 27 in 1917. The recruiting committee 
was stung into action by their Wodonga counterpart's claim that parts 
of Yackandandah remained 'virgin territory'. A recruiting drive, 
complete with films and a procession led by the ever-compliant local 
school children attracted a small and listless audience, most of whom 
were ineligible to enlist. It did, however, draw one remarkable recruit, 
a man who already had three sons serving at the front. It was a striking 
indication that the shire's pool of volunteers was close to exhaustion 
( YT, 1 March, 10 May 1917). Farewells for men enlisting were still held, 
but these became increasingly private affairs. Rather, public attention 
now switched to welcoming home men returning from the front. These 
'welcome home' affairs eerily resembled the farewells of 1915 and 1916 
in their organization, structure and even speeches. 
The 1917 conscription referendum simply reinforced the bitterness 
generated by the first campaign. Leckie again led the campaign for 
conscription and received strong support from the Yackandandah 
Times. The anti-conscription campaign was organized by local people. 
The residents at Dederang, for example, called an anti-conscription 
meeting which attracted 'a very large crowd' where 'the speakers were 
enthusiastically received'. The most intriguing element about the 
Oederang meeting is the suggestion that one of its principal organizers 
was a women who had lost two sons at the &ont and had a third still 
serving.' The results of the referendum mirrored those of 1916: the 
shire overall voted in favour of the question although by a reduced 
majority of 34. 
By 1918, the war seemed as remote as it had been in late 1914. The 
total number of enlistments recorded was seven. Reports on the war in 
the Yackandandah Times became occasional and in January, Nolan 
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described the war as ' the present appalling effort of the nations to 
destroy each other' ( YT, 13 January 1918). The news of the Armistice 
was greeted with relief and celebrations although both were tempered 
by caution . Germany had yet to sign a peace treaty. 
Two of the major controversies that dominated the war seem to have 
by-passed Yackandandah between 1914 and 1918. The first is the 
sectarian controversy that followed the Easter Rebellion in Dublin in 
1916 and spilled over into the first conscription campaign. Analysis of 
the response of the shire's Catholics to the war suggests that economic 
and social factors, rather than specific religious or ethnic factors, 
shaped their response to the war. The second is the treatment of 
German Australians by the local community. Yackandandah had a 
significant German Australian population, yet none were interned. 
When allegations of disloyal utterances were made against the local 
businessman Wilksch, Nolan took the extraordinary step of defending 
the man in the columns of the Yackandandah Times. It would be 
ludicrous to suggest that Yackandandah's citizens, alone in Australia, 
were devoid of the sectanan and ethnic prejudices that gripped 
Australia between 1914 and 1918. Indeed, the columns of the 
Yackandandah Times were filled with references to the 'bestial Hun' 
and fears about the impact of the Irish problem on Australian politics. 
But it might be fair to suggest that while the stereotypes promoted by 
both government propaganda and the metropolitan press were 
accepted by the citizens of Yackandandah, they had little to do with the 
people they had grown up with, and knew, as neighbours and friends .~ 
After the war, Yackandandah, like so many other communities across 
Australia, built its local war memorial .l It was built to commemorate 
those who had served and those who had died . Like the grainy sepia 
photographs of wooden crosses marking the last resting place of sons, 
husbands, friends and brothers, memorials were more than simply 
formal commemorative objects. They filled a more personal need: they 
served as 'graves' for the men who did not return and whose families 
had no chance of ever being able to visit their grave. One of the names 
on the Yackandandah memorial is Alick Keat. 11 
Alick was the youngest of eleven children and a farmer's son. He 
liked reading in bed and his mother saved books she thought he might 
be interested in for his return. A brother, Walter, had served in the 
Boer War. Alick enlisted in October 1916 at the age of 27, just as the 
conscription campaign gathered force within the shire. He was Catholic 
which suggests that Prime Minister Hughes' claims about the disloyalty 
of Catholics may have been somewhat extravagant. It seems likely that 
Alick enlisted over his mother's objections because she was informed of 
the fact by telegram. Alick had a photograph postcard taken of himself 
at the Melbourne Show before entering camp. He was not pleased with 
the result: 'I look as if I had a little too much' he wrote on the back of 
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the card. 
Alick's letters reflected the day to day life of one man's experience in 
the AIF. He was less than impressed with his officers. He thought 'the 
average Australian in drink is a dangerous nuisance' . He was often 
desperate for news from home, grumbled about the fact that no-one 
wrote to him and then apologized after he found twenty letters at a 
time waiting for him at camp. He appreciated the treats sent to him, 
especially the soap, sweets and lemon butter, and worried about the 
fact that Walter still had not married (he volunteered to send home a 
French girl for Walter to marry). As he sat in fields full of grass near 
the front, he asked for news of the harvest at home, and his letters 
often contained pressed samples of flowers and plants he collected on 
the way to the front and seeds to be grown at home. He frequently 
wondered when the war would end. His letters never mentioned 
Empire. 
Alick took leave in September 1918 and visited Paris. He found the 
French capital expensive but had a photograph taken. He returned to 
camp on 7 September. On 16 September, he sent the photograph 
home. He was killed two days later at Le Vergieur by a shell exploding 
a mere yard in front of him. lie was buned the next day in a ovlltan 
cemetery, under shell fire, by two mates. Mrs Keat recetved the news 
of his death with an official letter, complete with a rubber stamp 
signature at the bottom. His photograph arrived some weeks later. 
Among the effects sent home were the wallet book and notebook 
Alick carried the day he died. Both were shredded by shrapnel and 
blood-stained . They reflected the matters Alick Keat thought important 
in his life. There were photographs of family and friends from home 
(one young woman' s photograph was cut into the shape of a heart) and 
a photograph of his mate, Albert Parry. He carried a scapular. There 
was also a small photograph of Bogong (a mountain close to home) for 
him 'to gaze upon' and the remnant of a letter which asked Alick to 
keep the letter close to his heart 'or near thereto'. The wallet book also 
contained a photograph of a black kelpie sitting near two haystacks. On 
the back of it was a brief note saying that 'Boxer' had gone missing and 
had not been found since Alick' s enlistment. The notebook had been 
given to him by his mother and contained some addresses. It also 
contained the flowers and plants he collected and pressed on the way 
to the front: the dye on the pages is still clearly visible. Alick Keat' s 
story is not an unusual one in many ways: yet it still has the power to 
touch us 76 years later. 
Ill 
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NOTES 
I. Yackandandah lies in the hills of North Eastern Y1ctoria. The small town and its 
shrre were founded on gold and then sustained by the farmmg communities 
created bv the Selection Acts of the 1860s and 1870s There had been some 
excitemer{t in the town dunng the Kelly Outbreak when it was rumoured that 
the Gang had an interest m the banks' 'treasures', but by and large 
Yackandandah was typical of most rural communities of its time. This study of 
Yackandandah Shire is part of a broader study examining the impact of the 
First World War on North Eastern Victoria. It complements material already 
published. Research was made possible through a small ARC Grant from the 
Umversity of Wollongong and the University of Wollongong's Labor History 
Group 
2 Yackandandah Times, 13 August, 8 October, 19 November 1914, and 28 
January 1915. Hereafter, references to the Yackandandah Times (YT) will be 
mcluded m the text. 
3 See, for example, Yackandandah Times, 20 May 1915, 1 and 29 June 1916. 
4. Yackandandah Times, 2 November 1916. In giving this information, Nolan 
contravened the regulations governing the referendum which specifically 
forbad the publication of details at this level. 
5. Yackandandah Times, 13 December 1917. The information on the woman who 
helped organize the Dederang meeting did not appear in the paper but was 
passed on to me by a local resident. 
6. A more detailed exposition of this argument can be found in McQuilton, J, 'A 
Sh1re at War, Yackandandah 1914-1918', journal of the Austrahan War 
Memonal, 11 (1987), pp 3-15; and McQuilton, J, 'A Rural Shire at War', m 
lleathcote, R.L ed., l.~.~<1ys in Australian Land Settlement and Rc::;ource 
Management (Cheshire, Melbourne: Longman, 1988), pp. 209-22. It may be 
worth noting at this pomt that preliminary analysis of neighbounng sh1res 
suggests a different pattern of responses. 
7. As noted in the chapter in Heathcote cited above, memorials can also be seen 
as symbols of the d1visions created by the war and the1r construction was often 
accompanied by controversy and argument. 
8 The mformation on Alick Keat comes from a pnvate collechon held by Mrs Keat 
of Gundowring. I acknowledge, with thanks, her generosity in making Ahck's 
papers available and the help of Mrs G McQuilton in locating the material. 
